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April 3, 1971

Honorable Ronald Reagan
Governor of the State of Californis
Saceramnante, GCaliforaia

Dear CGovernor:

An } promised you, thudiﬂmuwa
tional analysis of Lam Son 719 which is
much less sensitive than the paper 1 gave
you in San Clemente on Friday.

You may fosl fres to shate the contents ef
this document with your staff and to draw
upon it publicly but in a nonattributable way.

Warm regards,

[sf

Heory A. Kissinger

IARMY review completed.|

'ON-FILE NSC RELEASE INSTRUCTIONS APPLY

HAK:AMH:mlh:typed 4/2/71
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The Situation

- 1. The South 'Vietna.mese entered Southern Laos in eerly February in

‘ order to dlsrupt the operatlon of the Ho Clu Mmh trail and the southward

ﬂow of enemy supphes bound for Ca.mbocha and South Vietnam, Hanoi's

-~

-
-

response to th1s operatlon 1s an 1mporta.nt fa.ctor 1n assessmg the outcome.

If for example, the North Vietnamese had chosen to evade South Vletnamese
_ ; . _

forces, then there would have been relatlvely 11tt1e frghtrng and the operatlon‘

would have been assessed more in terms of supphes destroyed or bottled

'-'up. But for several good reasons, such as the 1mportance of the area,

-

the short supply lmes to North Vletnam and the avarlabrhty of reserve

. i

forces in southern North Vietnam - the North Vietnamese as anticipated
undertook a major counter attack They remforced the area strongly with

- some of the:.r best d1v1s.1ons, not only to defend the tra11 system but in an

- attempt to 1nf.l1<:t_ a major defeat on  the South Vietnamese as well. _As a
result, _the most intensive fighting since 1968 dévéloped.

I:rnmedis.tely.‘Meas.urable' Results o : R : o

2. In terms of immedia.tely mea's-urable results, the weight of evidence

1)

is that éouth Vletne..mese forces acqultted themselves veryl well in the srx‘
-weeks of fz.ghtmg rvhrch followed the 1n1tla.1 1ncurslon 1nto Laos. | Many of “
“the ARVN units involved fought without resplte for 40 da.ys and, in the
Judgment of our fleld commanders the ARVN forces fought extremely well

Because o.f the 1ntens:.ty of the frghtlng, these um.ts d1d take some heavy ‘

?.
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'+ . losses - now estimated at 1400 killed and 4700 wounded, But reported
- . No Objection to Declassification in Full 2010/03/18 : LOC-HAK-13-2-15-8
.+ énemy losses we@Pnore than 13,000 killed and MiPhy more were
wounded.. In terms of combat effe;ctivene‘ss, we estimate that the
: equivalent of 13 enemy ma.neu\}er battalions were rendered ineffective
in the cou’rs‘e ‘of the fighting whereas on'ly 4 out of the 22 ARVN battalions

- were put out of combat, Some reports of enemy losses in Vietnam in

-
-

fhe past may .ha._ve.been e:;:'aggerate‘d, but this time the eét_imate rﬁay‘-be_ low.,
Thé enemy:éctedmoré ag'.gra;:ssivéi} thdn he f;a.d in several Year‘s wit-h‘

i the _re.sult that he expolsed hims eif to conc‘entrated'allied firepéWer and

' _'a:-ir'.a..ttack. ’.‘-Th'l.J.S, we 'bclalie‘ve the ratio of.enem.y--to friendly lo_s ses was '

_ a,t ‘le‘af‘st 5 i;o 1, a irery high ‘price‘for Ha.m.ai 1-:0 .pay.‘

.II‘npa';:.t én ‘t}ie North_ Vietﬁamese Logi‘sticsmSystem

e

3, Itis too early to be precisé aboﬁt the impagt of Lam Son 719 on the

-‘efn.em).r's logistical system, é.lthbugh some perspective can be provided.

= - _Thé- North‘Vie.fname,se'had to move more”supplies South to Cambodia
and South""\fietnam‘this‘ yéér fh'a‘n last in order to make up for the loss

L - of thrée major means of supply: the Pdrg‘. of Sihanoukville;"purchases
"in Cambodia; and food obtained from areas which had previously been
‘_under 'Viet Cong control in South Vietnam but which are now under

¥

L tﬂe authority of the government. Moreover; he comments he had

-

suffered gr,éat‘losseé in the Cambodian sanctuaries last year.

~Thus, the Hé Chi Minh Tr-ail has become an even‘mor-e vital element

¢t ¢

__n-.“

- .
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4 reasonably certain that the enemy supply movement was well behind
last year's pace even before the Lam Son operation began.

"'J_:fhe Lam Son dperafi_oh clearly compounde'tﬁ Hanoi's problexﬂ.

.

| It diérupted_the Ho Chi Minh trail complex, physically blo‘c:king various
C bi‘énches of the trail. South Vietnames‘e‘ forces found or destroyed,
© or called in U.S. air powér to destroy, some 4900 individual weapons,

1‘9-00 crew servéd weapons and thousands of tons of ammunition and other |

L

~supplies. This was in addition to the vast quantity of supplies; ammu-

~ ‘mition and eéluipment which was consumed by the North Vietnamese in
~ Laos ‘_in:stead‘ of continuing down the trail to be used in South Vietnam

- §

or Cambodia. Moreover, when thé North Vietnamese were obliged to

- e'ngage'ARVN forces in a fikéd battle pbéition, their units massed and

became targets for concentrated Vietnamese ﬂrepower and U, S, air

.\; _

:

-'-‘po_w_e'r Which destroyed. over 100 tanks and many artillery pieces, some

.7 300 enémy trucks were deé’troyed directly in the operation and 4300
more were destroyed by air interdiction while the operations were in

- prog'ress. Finally, beéau_se North Vietnamese logistics units were

-

.-'engage‘d in the figﬁting and were badly. damaged, their r‘eéilienq'r in

restoring the.ﬂoﬁv"of supplies southward has been degraded. An estimated

o S ' : ~ ' o .
3500 enemy rear service personnel vital to the operation of the trail
logistics systérﬁ-were killed.

.
4
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AJ.L tnese 'suzera.uons MUST PE Vieweq ',u,m. wvae wact that the Ho

B Chl Mmh tra.11 complex is useful as a loglstlcs system only dunng the

‘ .dry‘ sea',son', v.'::‘hich began later this‘yea:r than u#ual. Thereforé, when

" the rains co_mé in the next ,f;mr or five weeks, ,. th‘e.'.Cor-nmunists Wﬂl, have
| iitﬂe firhe in Whiéh to é.t_terhpt tQ make up ail the wéek.s that h.ave. ibeen

lost to them in the Lam Son operatlon. o o L .

L Forestallmg Anhc:.pated Enemy Offens1ve A.ctlv:.ty in South Vletna.m

4, A s1gn1f1cant measure of Lam Son! s achlevementq w111 be the

*

ld_egr'ee it isu\,cceeds in forestalling enemy offensive activity, Viewed in

R 'c‘onjun-ctioh with ARVN operations conducted éimulta.neously in Cambc-adia,‘

_these two efforts_'ha'.ve precluded major enemy offensive operations in South

lVie.tr;am- dﬁring the curr.en‘t dfy s;.son. If La,iﬁ Son had not-been under-.
| taken, ‘the North Vletnamese would ha.ve had the real option of launchmg
| .j.ma,Jor atta.cks agamst ARVN and U S. forces 1ocated in the‘northern
‘proﬁnces of Scmth Vxetnam. Looking to the future, we believe that
: .the short-fall in their supply efforts W111 prevent them from mountmg
'ﬁajor off..e.nsi\.res in South Vietnar;1 in this dry season and w111 delay any
"T&ff:é:f_lsik}_es thé;-'might hé.vé pla._n'n"éd ove.z_' the next dry season .i)eca.'hse_ it
- will téke tﬁém 'tha‘t"much longer to rebp::tld'their stocks. |

: Haﬁqi :Will, of course, want to rilask-the extent to which its

capabilities have been impaired and will therefore endeavor to act as

pet

— O Sy VA -
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if it-is playing from strength. To project this image, the Communists-

may“.be willing to spend a.dditiqnalvmanpower capital in the days im-
B :_nediatéiy‘ ahea.fl by trying to mount a ‘sh‘arp flurry of attacks in the
northern part of South Vietnam, ‘and elsewheré if they can gét such |

w - attaclks off the ground. Suc_:h attacks may be specifically directed against

- U.S ﬁﬁifs in an endegvof_to increase American c'a-sqélties-, Wﬁa;.tever N )
' the _c.ost. t‘d"Hanoi'.: -Nonet}-ieless, the Communis‘ts probably ha;v? lost
'tl_le‘. a.bilitfr to.méuﬁt suStaiﬁed maj;r oi;fen_s.ives a1‘1‘d'the. ‘over.allhrecord
_.of' Commum.st aiétivity over tﬁe nexi: few ,I_nonths can ibe _expécted to
“ .l-B_‘.l.lppo.ft tl—us conféﬁtién. | _ ;F..’- i

B The combined‘ military ope}étibns also have had the effect of

_ ‘e;ng'agin_g the enemy and keepq‘.ﬁg his forces distant from the population

: | of South Vietnam. 'I"o illustrate this graphically, it should be pointed out

e t_h‘at_ the Toan Thang operation North of Route 7 inside Cambodia is being

= fought against the_ First, Fiffh, Seventh and Ninth North_ Vietnamese aﬁd_

-7 Viet Cbxig _D:i,visions,' the same units which, at this time of the year in

S 1968.,‘Were 6pefating inside the city limits of Saigon and the surrcunding

-
»

"__;me'tropblitan area, ‘A.s for the enémy units engaged in Lam Son -- the North

. Vietnamese 304th, 308th, 320th and 324:B Divisons - - in February and March o:

1968‘,-‘ foughf. for two weeks in the city of Hue, entered the defenses of Danang,
~and gené:ally harassed the population in the coastal regions.. All of'thesg

L3
-

N
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] enemy Units wer'Lga.geu TNis year away 1rom ;'J.la.tlon c:enters and

in fact!, outs;de of South Vietnam itself,

"Lam Son's Bearing on Vietnamization

"B, Lam Son has underlined the progress which has been made in
_'Vietnamiz_ation. Three years ago, ARVN units were engaged egainst

enemy un:.ts in a.nd close to South Vletnam s own popula.tmn centers. Now

-

"
-

.AR.VN units ha.ve shown therns elves ablé to deal With the enemy threat in

"I:_' I - o~

zf_"ti.la.ry areas w1thout the support of U. S ground combat fo*‘ces or

.’

;d‘-_ T A r - e e
= =

T 'dv sors Whﬂe keepmg the:x,r own terntory' pacszd as Well 'I‘Hefr ha.ve
C"‘Z‘.’“"' I i - . -
demonstra.ted the a.b111ty to ‘mount a complex mu1t1 d1v131on operatlon

::*‘ -

_ :m cond1t1ons of dlfflcult and unfamiliar terrain, adverse weather, and

- against.a._w_el'léprepared e:iemy.' Mo'reove't'”, tfifs isu b‘eiz_lg'aohiveved

mt’h a “U.8. presence whlc:h has dlrmmshed by some 260 000 rmen sn‘lce

[T T e e we “"“"- -Gl - - AT - _‘_-“ - P
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- 'I‘o 111ustra.te thls pmnt further, 1t should be recogmzed that o

-~ - + —_— .« AR -

R iR : ‘
February and March are the months of the year in Wh:.ch the Commumsts

'.'.“ - - L . Lo - _-.- -

S - —— 2

tra.dltlonally Iimount the most exten-swe m111tary Operatlons in 511 reglons
.", .‘ N 1\_;_..: .- o ot -‘ - - ,... :._

“of South Vmetna.m. 'I‘hls year they'were g:.ven a.n" additional incent‘ive to“

»

- _- - -
ﬂs._-._.... PR I

do th1s because of the fa.c:t that such a.ctmns Would harass the rear area.s

Vof*Ai:iVN operatlons in Laos and Cambodla and Would dlstrﬁaﬁc.t attenb.on ".?:':

lf Forn those two actlons. Hespite‘“éxhdrtétmns' to their" cadré to ﬁhqe'rfa.ke

v e
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" ‘such actlo‘n mthlr!outh Vletna.m, they have been!nable to date to mount

] anythrng"whlch Vca.n even be consrdered a maJor successful hlgh point,

o’

 In fact, fhe situa.ﬁon’ within South Vietnam has been extraordinarily calm

| ddr.ing_ the entire mohth_ of “February and March with the exc‘ep'tion'of an

. action being tal%en by ARVN forces against Communist strongholds in the

-~

- U Mlph forest of Military Region IV. - _' | | L - . c |
o The .Faoillity.of the, South Vietna.mese forces to suetaid'.security a.f.ter |

.f.he departure of Umted Sta.tes forces will, in the 1ong‘ run, be"measured

.by the balance of strength Whlch exists betweerr North and South Vletnamese

.R'£0rces... .Our assessrnent is that the balarxce in the Indochina peninsula has
swufrg 1nfavor of the South Vie.tn.a.mese.. ..A.s A:rrlba.seador Bunker h‘a.s
_..reported the operation ‘h‘as created confidence among the South Vi'etna.mese

: -:m the a.b111ty' of AR.VN and pride in 1ts accompllshments There has been

| '-‘sa.tlsfactmn in the fact that the flghtmg has been taken outsrde the borders

. 'of South V:Letnam‘ and tha._t ARVN has 'been e,'ble to 1nﬂict far he.aw'.er casualties

P

*

" on the enemy,‘ . N = SR

We conclude, therefore, .tha.t the foundatlon for Vletnamlzatlon in

PR

- South V:Letnam is sound and tha.t the process has been enhanced oy the
_dlsruptlons Lam Son has ca.used the enemy' and by the mcreased con;f:.dence

: ‘1t ha.s gl-Ven t.he South_V:Letnamese in meeting their own defense needs.

gt
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SRl -The currspsychologlcal af:mos*,phere 1s’ some ways reminiscent

: . of the 1968 Tet offenswe. Ha.noz_-extracted maximum politica.l advantage

_in the short run; it was only as tlme pas sed that the real phys:.cal results

began to tell 'I‘hls‘-tlme.:, we must beneflt frong_l that lesson and not let

-~
-

‘ourselves be misled‘by surface appearances or by exaggerated storie_s;

-

-

STy The opera.tmn ha,s achieved its prlmary objective of carrylng the
:£1ght to the enemy 's sanctuaries and d1s:rupt1ng his prmmpal 11nes of
| ‘_‘commumcatmns and should buy the South Vietnamese additional time in

: wh:.ch to strengthen their armed forces Whﬂ.e permlttmg contmued

mthdrawa.l of U S. combat forces.

4
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